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The Habsburg monarchy of Charles V (1500-58), as the poet Ariosto put it, was a kingdom on which "the sun never set." In Europe, he inherited Spain, the Low Countries and the Austrian lands. In the course of his reign he added the title of German emperor as well as power over much of Hungary and various North African ports and the territories in the New World that included most of present-day Latin America.

The historian Hugh Thomas, in "Rivers of Gold" (2004), wrote eloquently about the first stage of the conquest of the New World: Columbus's voyages to the Caribbean, Cortés's subjugation of the Aztecs in Mexico, the expeditions of Magellan and others. The title was an allusion to Balboa's claim that there were "rivers of gold" in Darien (in present-day Colombia). In "The Golden Empire," Mr. Thomas takes the story forward to include the conquest of Peru and Chile right up to the death of Charles V in the mid-16th century. The author makes a teasing reference to Charles's son and heir, Philip II, who expanded the empire still further westward and gave his name to the Philippines but who decided "not to try to conquer China." The story of Philip's reign, we are told, will be the subject of a third volume.

Mr. Thomas is acknowledged as one of the masters of grand narrative, and in this latest work he once again lights up a vivid tableau. He begins in 1521, when the young Charles V—a peripatetic monarch constantly on the move between Spain and his other European possessions—was a freshly elected Holy Roman Emperor and Hernán Cortés had just thrown Mexico at his feet. In a cascade of gripping chapters, Mr. Thomas narrates the consolidation of Spanish power in Central America and its extension to present-day Guatemala, Honduras and Panama. 
We are treated to the odyssey of Francisco Pizarro in Peru and Valdivia, in what was to become Chile. We learn how Bolivia and Venezuela were "discovered" and claimed for the Spanish crown. Equally important, in their own way, are the paths that the Spaniards traveled only briefly.

Looking at Hernando de Soto's forays into what later became Georgia and Alabama, one wonders how the United States would have looked if the Spanish had settled that area instead of merely exploring it. 
All this New World activity, Cortés told his ruler, meant that Charles might call himself "emperor of this kingdom with no less glory than that of Germany which, by the grace of God, Your Majesty already possesses." Charles's title was now "King of the Romans, elected emperor . . . King of Spain, Sicily, Jerusalem, the Balearic Islands, Hungary, Dalmatia, Croatia and the Indies." No wonder Charles's grand chancellor declared: "God has set you on the path towards a world monarchy."

The broad outlines of this epic are well known, and Mr. Thomas does not offer us anything substantially new. He does, however, tell the tale with a panache that will carry along all but the most pedantic of readers. We follow the small band of conquistadors as they sail down rivers, scale mountains, descend into fertile valleys. Again and again we are confronted by the sheer violence of the mission. Men were shot, beaten to death, skewered by arrows (poisoned or neat) and even drowned in a vat of blancmange. One man was killed for wearing two shirts, on the grounds that he intended to desert in battle. Others were hanged, drawn, quartered, flogged and in one case bombarded with guavas.

And that was just what the Spaniards did when they fell out with one another. The Indians were subjected to even greater torments, being tied to poles, mutilated in every conceivable way, burned and scourged by imported diseases. At the very least, they could expect to be dispossessed and enslaved.

The author—as Baron Thomas of Swynnerton, a peer of the realm—has had considerable experience of public life, which helps to inform his depiction of character and motivation. He shows how imperial administraed tried to turn instructions from on high into reality on the ground (or to circumvent them). He assembles a diverse cast of Spanish hidalgos, German adventurers, Indians, hunchbacks and suspected sodomites. Each of the main characters is introduced with a background sketch rooting him in his Iberian context. This sense of place is rounded out by fine descriptions of the urban life that the Spaniards brought with them—from Seville and other places—and that found expression in Mexico City.

There are few heroes in this story—with the exception of the friars who pleaded for a humane treatment of the Indians—but also few outright villains. The conquistadors were greedy and brutal, to be sure, but their often insane bravery cannot be gainsaid. Nor were they just driven by greed: A burning desire for glory and for spreading the Catholic faith also played an important role. Some of the colonists were capable of almost quixotic generosity. Others combined mercy with cruelty, such as the remarkable "humane and tolerant" conqueror of Chile, Valdivia, who repeatedly pardoned murderers and yet did not think twice about cutting off the hands and noses of 200 Indians who had crossed him.

Not that the Indians were any better—why should they have been? They killed, eviscerated and even ate their Spanish enemies. Men, women and children could expect to have their hearts torn out during periodic native uprisings. Members of a reconnaissance party who had put ashore on the Plate River, in present-day Argentina, were consumed "slice by slice" by Querandí tribesmen while the rest of the expedition watched from their boats.

Perhaps the worst fate was that of a captured black slave, whom the Indians scrubbed to death "to see if he washed white." It is, in fact, one of the merits of Mr. Thomas's book that he does not idolize the Indians. The society into which the Spaniards erupted was already violent and cruel: Slavery and human sacrifice were endemic. It was, after all, the sheer brutality of some of the Indian systems that drove so many natives to side with the conquistadors and facilitated the divide-and-rule tactics without which such a small number of Old World adventurers could never have lorded over a much larger local population. Mr. Thomas does not quite put it this way, but one is left with the distinct impression that some sort of regime change was long overdue in pre-Columbian central and south America. 
Mr. Thomas's New World chronicle is embedded in a much broader account of Charles V's reign. We follow the king-emperor as he takes on the French in Italy, the Protestant princes in Germany and the Turks in Algiers. Here Mr. Thomas provides a powerful sense of the importance of the Americas to Habsburg finances; by the mid-16th century, the New World supplied about a quarter of the empire's income and sometimes as much as two-thirds. Little wonder that French freebooters and later English pirates were given carte blanche by their governments to disrupt the flow of New World bullion to fund Habsburg operations in Europe. 
There is no doubt that "The Golden Empire" is a compelling book. It is not, however, without faults. The tempo of the narrative never flags, but since there is a whole continent, two oceans and nearly half a century to keep in view, the effect can be unrelenting. At times, as expedition piles upon expedition, and battle follows battle, one wishes that the author would stand back and reflect more deeply on the events he has just described. The level of detail and the welter of anecdote may leave the mortal reader gasping.

Finally, Mr. Thomas never really proves one of his central arguments—that the Americas mattered far more to Charles than most historians allow. He cites various pronouncements and resolutions from the emperor's Council of the Indies, but considering that they were made over the course of four decades, they don't amount to strong evidence for his interest in the overseas empire.

While Mr. Thomas makes valiant efforts to place the New World in its wider European perspective, the emphasis is slightly skewed. He provides maps for the Americas, the Low Countries and Italy but not for the Mediterranean, Germany and Charles's obsession, Burgundy, the territory that lay at the heart of his dispute with Francis I of France. Yet the emperor, as Mr. Thomas tells us, visited Italy on only seven occasions, France on four. He traveled to Flanders and Germany, both part of the Holy Roman Empire, on no fewer than 19 occasions; he never visited the Americas. His priorities were quite clear.

It was, after all, not the American colonies that supplied Charles with his imperial crown but the Holy Roman Empire of the German nation. When Charles lamented at the end of his life that his plans had come to naught, it was his failure to ensure his son Philip's succession as Holy Roman Emperor to which he was referring. In that sense, he may have bequeathed his successor a "golden empire" on the far side of the Atlantic, but he lost the more important empire—at the center of Europe—that had fallen into his lap more than 30 years before.

—Mr. Simms is the author of "Three Victories and a Defeat: The Rise and Fall of the First British Empire."

